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The challenge of the Australian applied arts graduate 
Follow your (employable) bliss:
The challenge of the Australian applied arts graduate 
Recent career theory literature has documented the rise of the ‘protean’ or
‘boundaryless’ career, typified by subjective, psychological motivators and measures
of success (with an emphasis on personally meaningful life/work), high levels of 
personal responsibility for career development and low job security. There is strong 
evidence to suggest that creative and performing artists often fit into this new careerist 
model (e.g., Bridgstock, 2005). Tertiary graduates in arts will emerge into a highly 
competitive and uncertain working world, with nearly half of all creative and
performing arts graduates still seeking full-time employment four months after 
finishing university (all other fields 20% - Graduate Careers Council of Australia, 
2005). This study surveyed 180 students finishing undergraduate degrees in applied 
arts at three universities in terms of their orientation towards the protean career, and 
their beliefs regarding the essential precursors of a successful career in arts. 
Technical/ industrial arts (design, multimedia, film & television) graduates face 
similar career challenges to creative and performing arts graduates and have similar
needs in terms of career management education, but arts / education students do not 
fit this profile. Participants recognised the importance of a protean career orientation 
and were fairly confident about their abilities to navigate their careers, though a 
significant proportion had not yet worked in their chosen field/s. Recommendations 
for arts industry work experience or internship programs for applied arts students and 
further research are made.
1
The challenge of the Australian applied arts graduate 
Removable cover sheet 
Follow your (employable) bliss: The challenge of the Australian applied arts graduate 
Ruth Bridgstock
R.Bridgstock@qut.edu.au
Queensland University of Technology 
word count: 5985 
2
The challenge of the Australian applied arts graduate 
The graduate with a Science degree asks, “Why does it work?” 
The graduate with an Engineering degree asks, “How does it work?” 
The graduate with an Accounting degree asks, “How much will it cost?”
The graduate with an Arts degree asks, “Do you want fries with that?” 
(source unknown) 
All tertiary graduates can expect to experience some uncertainty as they transition into 
the world of work from university. However, most can look forward to full-time
employment very quickly; eighty per cent of Australian bachelors degree graduates 
can look forward to full-time employment within four months of completing their 
degrees, with a median starting salary of about $38,000 (Graduate Careers Council of 
Australia, 2005). In 2004 when students were surveyed four months from course 
completion, an additional thirteen per cent of tertiary graduates were working part-
time or casually while they sought full-time employment.
At the bottom end of the tertiary graduate employment scale are graduates of applied 
arts courses (including creative, performing and some technical arts courses such as 
design and film & television), with 44 per cent actively seeking full-time employment
four months from course completion in 2004, and 29 per cent working on a part-time
or casual basis while seeking further work. Applied arts graduates employed full-time 
earn just $32,000 per year on average, lower than any other fully-qualified
occupational grouping (Graduate Careers Council of Australia, 2005). 
Unemployment and underemployment in the arts is not confined to recent graduates. 
The Australia Council for the Arts’ ongoing study of the working lives of Australian 
artists, the most recent report from which was named “Don’t Give Up Your Day Job” 
(Throsby & Hollister, 2003), documents a pervasive pattern in the arts sector of low 
and in some cases declining rates of monetary compensation for work, piecemeal
employment arrangements, and artists working outside the arts in order to support 
themselves and their arts practices. 
Despite this, the Australia Council (2005) reports that 877,000 people (6 per cent of 
the Australian population aged 15 years and over) are currently involved in some
form of paid work relating to arts and culture. Australia has about 45,000 practicing 
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professional artists, with an annual growth rate of approximately 3 per cent. There is 
also a large and increasing supply of applied arts graduates each year, with 50,000 
students currently enrolled in applied arts courses (Australia Council for the Arts, 
2005). It is evident that for the large and increasing number of artists in Australia,
there are career motivators which are much more important than job security and a 
dependable salary. 
A Successful Protean Career in Arts 
Hall and others (Hall, 1996; Hall & Chandler, 2005; Hall & Mirvis, 1996) have 
discussed a type of careerist who is motivated by personal values and psychological 
success rather than wages or hierarchical position. For a protean careerist, the 
emphasis is on a personally meaningful career path which expresses their human
potential, and may involve a strong sense of purpose, or ‘calling’ (Hall & Chandler, 
2005). The idea of an internal, psychological (or indeed spiritual) impetus for career is 
also evident in the works of other writers, notably Campbell’s (1988) ‘follow your 
bliss’, the ‘career path with heart’ (Potter, 1995; Shepard, 1984) and Miller-
Tiedeman’s (1999)‘personally meaningful life-work’. The protean careerists’ personal 
identity is intertwined with their career (Baker & Aldrich, 1996); their career is a form
of self-expression, is a vehicle to personal growth, and provides a means by which 
they can achieve personally meaningful goals. 
In their pursuit of personal fulfilment, the protean careerist does not follow a 
traditional, linear career path of ascent through one organisation. These individuals 
may manage a portfolio of overlapping sources of income, and several occupational 
roles to go with them, both within and outside their primary fields of work. 
Bridgstock (2005) used employment data for Australian practicing professional and 
graduating artists to demonstrate that in many cases, individuals working in the 
creative and performing arts are exemplars of the protean careerist – that they 
experience high mobility and low job security, perform multiple work roles and have 
multiple sources of income.
Constant pursuit of personal meaning and maximum employability means that that the 
artist as protean careerist must be a ‘shape shifter’ – able to draw on various 
transferable and generic skills at will, perform multiple work roles, steer their own 
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careers and take personal responsibility for their career development. Career 
management competence and metacompetence – the a) skills to successfully navigate 
a career, and b) ability to acquire and appropriately use these skills – are therefore
vital to artists.
Two such skills are adaptability and resilience, the skills relating to making the most
of change (Jarvis, 2002, 2003). Adaptability and resilience include both the
competence and willingness to be flexible and grow in response to a work world in 
constant flux, whilst keeping in touch with one’s personally meaningful career path. 
Underpinning adaptability is the ability and will to keep learning – to ‘learn a living’ 
rather than earn a living (Mirvis & Hall, 1996). 
Related to adaptability is the ability to career opportunities: to identify and move upon 
career prospects quickly and effectively. In the context of personal responsibility for 
career development, where the artist is self-employed or at least working on a casual 
basis (Bridgstock, 2005) “knowing whom” (DeFillippi & Arthur, 1996), (i.e., 
establishing and maintaining effective personal and professional networks) is an 
essential method by which the protean artists will become aware of these potential 
‘breaks’.
Box 1: Abilities of the Successful Protean Careerist 
The successful protean careerist…
x takes personal responsibility for career development
x establishes and maintains strategic personal and professional relationships 
x has skills which are ‘generic’ or transferable from job to job
x is resilient and adaptable
x is open to career opportunities 
x has a positive self-image and self confidence 
The most widely agreed upon abilities of the successful protean careerist, as discussed 
above (see also Arthur, Khapova, & Wilderom, 2005; Atkins, 1999; DeFillippi & 
Arthur, 1996; Fugate, Kinicki, & Ashforth, 2004; Jarvis, 2003), are summarised in 
Box 1. It is not clear how developed these success characteristics and skills are in the
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artistic population. In the context of strong competition for artistic work and high 
underemployment in the arts sector, how effectively do artists navigate their protean 
careers, and how prepared are tertiary graduates in applied arts to embark on their 
protean career journeys? 
The present study 
The primary purpose of the present study is to explore the preparedness of graduating 
applied arts students to successfully navigate the protean world of work in the arts 
sector. First, the graduating students’ beliefs about their levels of employability in 
their chosen field/s is investigated
The graduating students’ orientations towards their protean, ‘boundaryless’ (Arthur & 
Rousseau, 1996) careers will also be examined. Items pertaining to the degree of 
importance different aspects of protean career orientation are to success in arts are 
included, and also how developed the students believe these aspects to be in 
themselves.  In addition, open-ended questions regarding the graduating students’ 
conceptions of what the key precursors of career success in their field/s of arts are 
discussed.
Method
Participants
Participants comprised 180 undergraduate (third or fourth year, depending on their 
course of study) applied arts students from three Queensland universities, in their final
semester of study. Of the 180 students surveyed, 33 per cent reported that they had 
not yet had any work experience in their field/s, 35 per cent had unpaid work 
experience, 25 percent had some paid work, and 7 per cent had undertaken significant 
paid work in their field/s. 
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Table 1. Demographic Details of Participants by University
University 1
(n=116)
University 2
(n=12)
University 3
(n=52)
All participants
(n=180)
mean age in 
years (sd) 
23.59 (5.39) 22.76 (6.05) 26.55 (9.18) 24.39 (6.67) 
% female 59.0% 0% 28.1% 58.7%
% full-time
enrolment
94.9% 100% 82.8% 91.7%
Four large categories of occupations were created for analysis purposes, according to 
the names and descriptions of the courses the participants were undertaking. The first 
two categories included in the present study were creative and performing artists. 
Both types of artists experience far higher levels of freelance/ self-employed work 
than the general population and far lower levels of permanent wage earning 
(Australian Bureau Of Statistics, 2005; Throsby & Hollister, 2003), and it is these
artists who have been most strongly argued to be protean careerists (Bridgstock, 
2005). Some distinction has been made in the literature between creative and 
performing artists in terms of the nature of work arrangements typically undertaken 
(Bridgstock, 2005; Rengers & Madden, 2000) so two categories were created. 
Technical / industrial arts (fashion design, multimedia, film and television) students 
were also included in the present study. All three of the universities from which 
participants were sourced provided technical / industrial arts courses such as fashion 
design and multimedia design, which involve a significant creative component but 
also emphasise specific technical proficiencies. Although Throsby and 
Hollister(2003) did not include these types of artists in their seminal study of the 
working lives of Australian artists, data from the Annual Graduate Destination Survey 
(Graduate Careers Council of Australia, 2005) and the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(2005) indicate that many technical arts graduates may face similar career challenges 
to creative and performing artists, including underemployment and strong competition
for work, a relatively high proportion of casual / part-time work and self-employment,
and strong personal identification with their work (Jones & deFillippi, 1996; 
Tremblay, 2003). 
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In addition, two of the universities provided combined or parallel education and 
applied arts degrees, with the applied arts component obtainable in most fields of 
creative, technical, and performing arts; students undertaking these combined degrees 
were included in a separate category as most can expect to be embarking on careers in 
teaching rather than arts (Graduate Careers Council of Australia, 2005). The 
proportions of each category of participant are located in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Course Category Groupings by Course Type and University
University
(n=116)
University 2
(n=12)
University 3
(n=52)
All participants
(n=180)
Creative Arts Courses 
Writing (other than 
journalism)
12.9% 0% 9.6% 11.1%
Visual art/ craft/ 
animation
11.2% 0% 34.6% 17.2%
Creative Arts Total 24.1% 0% 44.2% 28.3%
Performing Arts 
Courses
Acting/ drama/
performance studies 
23.3% 0% 3.8% 16.1%
Dance 1.7% 0% 0% 1.1%
Music 6.9% 0% 19.2% 10.0%
Performing Arts Total 31.9% 0% 23.0% 27.2%
Industrial/ Technical 
Arts
Fashion design 0.9% 0% 0% 0.6%
Film/ television 10.3% 0% 15.4% 11.1%
Technical, stage or 
production management
6.9% 0% 0% 4.4%
Interaction/ multimedia/
information design 
10.3% 100% 15.4% 17.8%
Total Industrial/ 
Technical Arts 
28.4% 100% 30.8% 33.9%
Arts Education 
Arts education 15.5% 0% 1.9% 9.4%
Total Arts Education 15.5% 0% 1.9% 10.6%
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Materials
Protean / Boundaryless Career Orientation 
Six two-part questions examining protean/ boundarylessness career orientation were 
included in the survey instrument. These seven questions were derived from the key 
abilities of the successful protean careerist, as discussed by Bridgstock (2005), as 
follows:
1. takes personal responsibility for career development
2. has skills which are transferable from job to job
3. establishes and maintains strategic personal and professional relationships 
4. is resilient and adaptable
5. is open to career opportunities 
6. has a positive self-image and self-confidence 
Participants were asked to what extent they agreed that each ability was important to 
someone working their field/s of the arts, and to what extent they agreed that they 
possessed each ability. A 1-6 Likert scale (“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”) 
was used for each item.
Career Success and Employability 
Participants indicated on 1-6 Likert scales (“not at all” to “highly”) how employable 
they believed they would be upon graduation. One open-ended question was included 
in the survey, asking the participants what they believed the key precursors to career 
success were. 
Procedure
Potential participants in final year undergraduate programs in three Australian applied
arts faculties were contacted via their student email addresses and invited to complete
the survey online. A prize draw for a $200 voucher to a number of arts-related 
vendors was used as an incentive to participate. In addition, students at University 1 
were approached as a group during lectures and tutorials and invited to fill out the 
survey online. 
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Analysis
Statistical analyses were undertaken using SPSS 12.01. Comparisons by student 
course on Likert scale data were conducted using Kruskal-Wallis tests followed by 
Mann-Whitney U post hoc comparisons (using Sidak p adjustment for inflated error 
rates as per Westfall & Wolfinger, 1997, and calculated manually). Repeated 
measures comparisons, in the case of the protean orientation importance and ability 
measures, were conducted using Wilcoxon signed-ranks tests. Non-parametric tests 
were chosen because Likert scale data was used, and normality assumptions / 
homogeneity of variance assumptions required for parametric tests were violated by 
the data. It has been argued that in these instances, nonparametric tests may actually 
be more powerful than their parametric equivalents (Nanna & Sawilowsky, 1998). 
An open-ended question regarding precursors to success in the artistic protean career 
was responded to by n=158 students. This question was content-analysed using a 
simple conceptual analysis procedure (Carley, 1990) and emergent coding with two 
coders. Cohen’s N statistic was an acceptable .71 between the two coders once a 
definitional codebook had been developed. 
Results
Employability
Participants believed, on average, that they were fairly employable in their chosen 
fields, with a median 1-6 employability rating of 4, ranging from 1 to 6; this median
rating was lower for creative, performing and technical arts students, at 4, than for 
arts/education students, at 6. Kruskal-Wallis tests demonstrated that this difference
between course categories in terms of employability was significant, F2(3)=23.64,
p<.0001. Mann-Whitney post hoc tests with Sidak adjustment revealed that these 
course category differences fell, as expected, between the arts-only students and the 
arts / education students (creative arts vs arts / education U=57.0, p<.0001; 
performing arts vs arts/education U=77.5, p<.0001; technical arts vs arts / education 
U=69.0, p<.0001). 
Protean Career Orientation
Importance of Protean Abilities 
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Participants agreed on the importance of the protean abilities listed. The median 1-6 
rating was 6 (ranging from 3 to 6); this median rating was consistent for each course 
category, although the score ranges were somewhat different, as shown in Table 3. 
Kruskal-Wallis tests yielded a significant difference between course categories in 
overall importance, F2(3)=9.23, p<.03. Post-hoc tests revealed that technical arts 
students assigned higher ratings, on average, than arts / education students U=329.0, 
p<.003; the difference between performing arts and arts / education students was also 
statistically significant, at U=301.5, p<.005. There were no other statistically 
significant differences by course category.
Possession of Protean Abilities 
The median 1-6 ability rating was 4, ranging from 3 to 6. While participants were 
generally positive about their abilities to navigate a protean career, the ability ratings
were significantly lower than the importance ratings for each course category and 
overall, (Z=12.08, p<.0001). Creative, performing and technical arts students assigned 
themselves significantly lower ability ratings overall than arts/education students 
(F2(3)=18.98, p<.0001,  U=167.5, p<.0001, U=249.00, p<.003, U=316.00, p<.001 
respectively), and the difference between importance and ability scores was 
significantly larger for creative, performing and technical arts students than for arts / 
education students (F2(3)=18.57, p<.0001). 
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Table 3. Overall Importance and Ability Ratings by Course Category 
Creative
Arts
Students
(n=51)
Performing
Arts
Students
(n=49)
Technical
Arts
Students
(n=61)
Arts / 
Education
Students
(n=19)
Test of 
difference
between
course
categories
Median
Importance
(range)
6 (5-6) 6 (3-6) 6 (5-6) 6 (3-6) F2(3)=9.23,
p<.03
Median
Ability
(range)
4 (4-6) 4 (3-6) 4 (3-6) 5 (5-6) F2(3)=18.98,
p<.0001
Wilcoxon
test of 
difference
between
importance
and ability 
Z=5.33,
p<.0001
Z=5.62,
p<.0001
Z=6.21,
p<.0001
Z=3.17,
p<.003
Personal Responsibility for Career Development 
All participants believed that it was important for someone working in their field to 
take personal responsibility for their career development, with a median 1-6 rating of 
6 and a range of 4 to 6. There was no statistically significant difference between the 
course categories in terms of this item, F2(3)=5.9, p>.05. 
Participants were also generally confident about their abilities to take personal 
responsibility for their career development. The median ability rating for this item
was also 6, with a range of 3-6. However, ability ratings were significantly lower than
importance ratings overall (Z= 4.19, p<.0001; Wilcoxon signed ranks test). Kruskal-
Wallis tests showed significant differences in this item by course category, with 
technical arts students and performing arts students being less confident about this 
ability than education/ arts students (F2(3)=7.96, p<.05, U=143.0, p<.007 and 
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U=301.5, p<.006 respectively). The post hoc tests of difference between creative arts 
students and arts / education students approached significance, at U=389.5, p=.01. 
Transferable Skills 
The median importance rating assigned to transferable skills (‘skills you can transfer 
from job to job’) was 6, with a range of 2 to 6. There was no difference in assigned 
importance between course categories; F2(3)=.95 p>.05. 
While ability ratings for this item were significantly lower, at a median of 5 and range 
of 2 to 6 (Z=5.60, p<.0001, Wilcoxon signed ranks test), participants were still 
confident about their transferable skills, particularly in the arts / education category
(F2(3)=19.37, p<.0001; creative arts vs arts / education U=106.5, p<.0001; performing
arts vs arts / education U=155.0, p<.0001).
Strategic Personal and Professional Relationships 
Participants also assigned top importance to making strategic personal and 
professional relationships, with a median rating of 6 (range 2 to 6). There was no 
difference in importance assigned ratings between the course categories
Ability ratings were, at a median of 4.00 and range of 1 to 6, significantly lower than 
importance ratings for this item (Z=6.68, p<.0001, Wilcoxon signed ranks test), with 
significant rated ability differences also evident between the course categories
(F2(3)=13.36, p<.004; creative arts vs arts / education U=103.00, p<.0001). 
Adaptability and Resilience 
The median adaptability importance rating across all participants was 6, with a range 
from 3 to 6. Arts/education students believed adaptability was less important than 
technical arts students (F2(3)=8.63, p<.04; U=145.00, p<.008). 
Participants assigned a median rating to their adaptability levels of 5, with a range of 
2 to 6. The adaptability ability ratings were, on average, lower than the importance 
ratings for ability (Z=6.31 p<.0001, Wilcoxon signed ranks test). Ability ratings did 
not differ significantly by course category, F2(3)=7.34, p>.05. 
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Openness to Career Opportunities 
Participants assigned similarly high importance ratings to the ability to be open to 
career opportunities (median 6, range 2 to 6). There was no difference by course 
category on these importance ratings (F2(3)=3.65, p>.05). The students also rated their 
ability to be open to career opportunities highly, with a median of 5 and a range from 
2 to 6. Overall, the ability ratings were significantly lower than the importance ratings
for this item (Z=5.037, p<.0001, Wilcoxon signed ranks test). No course-category 
differences were found in terms of ability ratings for ‘openness to career 
opportunities’.
Positive Self Image 
The median importance rating assigned to positive self image was 6, with a range of 2 
to 6. There was no difference in assigned importance between course categories 
(F2(3)=6.96, p>.05). 
While ability ratings for this item were significantly lower, at a median of 5 and range 
of 2 to 6 (Z=6.19, p<.0001, Wilcoxon signed ranks test), participants were still 
generally confident about their ability to maintain a positive self-image. There were 
rated ability differences between the course categories (F2(3)=10.01, p<.02),  but post 
hoc tests with Sidak adjustment did not reveal group differences at the required 
significance level of p<.008. 
Student Beliefs about Key Precursors to Success 
When participants were questioned regarding what they believed the key precursors to 
career success in their fields were, they listed items falling into fifteen categories. 
Some categories corresponded with the abilities explored in the previous section (e.g., 
networking / working with others, taking personal responsibility for one’s career, 
being positive and continuing to learn).In addition, participants highlighted the value 
of industry-specific skills, possessing drive, determination and persistence, and a 
professional attitude, amongst others. 
Participants were conscious of the importance of driving their own careers. The 
precursor to career success most commonly mentioned (by 32% of participants) was 
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‘determination’, and one-fifth (20%) made mention of taking personal responsibility 
for their own careers in some way. The necessity for self-promotion, building up a 
professional network and good interpersonal skills was also recognised by 
participants; comments falling within this theme were listed by 27.2% of participants. 
Artistic or technical ability – industry-specific know-how to do the job, was also a 
dominant theme in the participants’ responses to this question.
"Determination.  Persistence.  Having the right people on your side. 
Establishing and maintaining personal contacts. Professionalism.  High skill 
level" (performing arts student, University 3).
"Developing contacts - putting yourself out there in the industry.  Also will-
power and professionalism” (performing arts student, University 1).
"Being able to set goals and finding ways to achieve them. If other people can't 
show you the way then you must search for alternative routes and find the way 
yourself." (creative arts student, University 1).
Fifteen percent of students discussed “following their bliss” -- a passion or a love for 
art, as being an essential precursor to career success. Participants were also likely to 
emphasise the need for remaining positive in the face of adversity (18%).
"Passion to fuel your own vision." (technical arts student, University 2)
"Really pursuing what you love and what makes you happy. Making sure you 
keep going and keep positive even though it’s really tough when you start" 
(creative arts student, University 2)
"Passion for what you do!! - and alongside this, positivity and resilience (its 
tough getting knocked back and keep on going)”(performing arts student,
University 3)
While there was a large degree of overlap between the responses of arts / education 
students and other arts students, the responses given by arts / education students were, 
as expected, more likely to be focussed around teaching-specific skills, as show in the 
examples below: 
"Good knowledge of curriculum and related fields of study positive relationships 
with staff and students. Being able to work collaboratively - strong 
communication and interpersonal skills, energy and patience" (arts / education
student, University 1).
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"An ability to adapt to changing curriculum, an ability to incite a love of music 
within students, sound general music knowledge and a love of music." (arts / 
education student, University 1).
Chi square analyses to explore course category differences were conducted on all 
themes with an expected cell size greater than 5. It should be noted, however, that low
sample sizes, particularly for arts/education students, preclude fine-grained analyses 
in this area. The analyses did, however, reveal that performing arts students were 
more likely than other students to talk about being positive or self-confident 
(F2(3)=8.70, p<.04), and that creative thinking was mentioned more by creative arts 
students than other types of students (F2(3)=7.69, p<.05). Technical arts and arts / 
education students discussed the ability of ‘continuing to learn’ less than the creative/
performing arts students did (F2(3)=8.93, p<.03).
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Table 4. Themed Precursors to Career Success by Course Category
Theme Creative Arts
Students
(n=44)
Performing
Arts Students 
(n=45)
Technical Arts
Students
Arts / education 
Students
(n=54) (n=18)
Total
(n=158)
Determination 29.55% 35.56% 27.45% 44.44% 32.28%
Networking/working
with others 
31.82% 24.44% 25.49% 27.78% 27.22%
Artistic ability/ 
technical ability
talent
20.45% 22.22% 27.45% 11.11% 22.15%
Personal
responsibility for 
career
20.45% 17.78% 19.61% 27.78% 20.25%
Be positive/ self
confident*
15.91% 31.11% 13.73% 11.11% 18.99%
Passion for art 11.36% 17.78% 21.57% 5.56% 15.82%
Keep learning* 22.73% 22.22% 3.92% 11.11% 15.19%
Think creatively* 22.73% 15.56% 7.84% 5.56% 13.92%
Have a professional 
attitude
11.36% 11.11% 11.76% 27.78% 13.29%
Versatility/
flexibility/ resilience
15.91% 15.56% 9.80% 5.56% 12.66%
Sense of self/ own 
goals
9.09% 11.11% 13.73% 5.56% 10.76%
Focus on helping 
others learn#
0% 0% 0% 44.00% 5.06%
Industry knowledge# 4.55% 8.89% 1.96% 5.56% 5.06%
Work experience# 6.82% 4.44% 3.92% 5.56% 5.06%
Luck# 4.55% 0.00% 1.96% 0.00% 1.90%
* significant at p<.05 
# excluded from the Chi-square analysis because of low sample sizes 
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Discussion
Applied arts students who participated in this study seemed to exhibit a high level of 
awareness of the importance of a protean orientation to career success in their fields, 
and were fairly confident about their abilities to surmount the challenges associated 
with navigating the highly competitive world of arts work. While this finding is 
encouraging, it is important to note that only 7 per cent of the participants had 
experienced working in their chosen field/s in a significant way. Graduates tend to 
move from university with high expectations and feelings of optimism (Graham & 
McKenzie, 1995). However, as they depart from university and embark on the post-
graduation job search, they may experience more anxiety and lower self esteem than 
previously (Barber, Daly, Giannantonio, & Phillips, 1994), which in time may even 
lower their motivation to continue with the job search (Plumly & Oliver, 1987). 
Holden and Jameson (1999; see also Perrone & Vickers, 2003) report that graduates 
often discover they have much lower skill levels than they had originally believed.
This study revealed that technical arts students share key characteristics with
performing and creative artists in the realms of self-rated employability, levels of 
protean career ability, and beliefs about precursors to career success in their fields.
This, along with Graduate Destinations employment data (Graduate Careers Council 
of Australia, 2005) supports the notion that technical arts graduates often face similar
career challenges to other types of arts graduates. However, arts / education students 
had a substantially different profile to creative, performing and technical arts students 
in this study, with higher self-reported employability, lower assessed importance of
protean abilities, higher ratings of personal ability, and somewhat different (but 
greatly overlapping) listed precursors to career success.
These findings are unsurprising given the substantial differences between the industry 
employment profiles of artists and teachers. The majority of arts / education students 
obtain jobs in the teaching field (Graduate Careers Council of Australia, 2005), and as 
such are far more likely than other applied arts students to obtain stable full-time work 
quickly: in 2004, 80% of education graduates 4 months from course completion were 
employed full-time, and only 3% were not working at all (Graduate Careers Council 
of Australia, 2005). Indeed, there are existing teacher shortages in the field of early 
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childhood (Press & Hayes, 2001), certain subject areas (e.g., maths and science - 
Webster, Wooden, & Marks, 2004), and in rural / regional areas. Arts teaching 
graduates emerge into the world of work that is far less competitive than that of 
artists, and is far more characterised by full-time, stable employment and solid 
incomes.
One-third of the graduating arts students in the present study had not worked at all in 
their chosen field; a finding that is of concern when some international studies (Filer, 
1986; Towse, 1992) exploring the relative importance of formal qualifications and 
work experience are taken into account. These studies showed that, at least in the 
United States in the late 1980s and early 1990s, artists’ formal qualifications had 
relatively little to do with levels of arts employment and arts earnings compared with 
work experience and length of time in the industry. No studies examining this 
phenomenon in Australia have been found. Three quarters of Australian artists have 
undertaken formal training in their field/s (Throsby & Hollister, 2003). 
Several studies both in Australia and overseas have, however, shown that undertaking 
work experience can enhance a tertiary graduate’s employability no matter what their
field of study (Molitor & Leigh, 2005; Perrone & Vickers, 2003; Ryan, 2000; Sagen, 
Dallam, & Laverty, 2000). There may well be significant returns in terms of graduate 
employability for the applied arts faculty that undertakes such programs on a 
widespread basis. Work experience, either informally or formally arranged, may also 
assist with the protean career ability of most concern for applied arts graduates in the 
present study: establishing and maintaining strategic professional relationships. 
Tertiary graduates in creative, performing and technical arts will emerge into a highly
competitive and uncertain working world. Their mission, the seeming almost-
impossibility of balancing the demands of personal fulfilment with the demands of
employability, in the context of intense competition for limited work, is one for which 
it is critical to prepare effectively.
Graduating applied arts students appear to recognise the imperative to adopt a protean
career orientation, and are positive about their abilities to meet their career challenges. 
It is of value to compare the present findings - with students at the point of completing
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a tertiary degree - with applied arts graduates after some experience with the world of 
work, in order to investigate the issues associated with the university-to-work
transition period, and provide more insight into the career management skills applied 
arts graduates need in order to successfully navigate their protean careers. 
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